Comparison between acetate and bicarbonate dialysis for the treatment of lithium intoxication.
Lithium is used to treat manic-depressive disorders, but toxic side effects commonly occur. The preferred treatment of severe lithium intoxication is hemodialysis. No data, however, exist comparing the effectiveness of acetate to bicarbonate dialysis for the removal of lithium. We present a case of lithium intoxication treated with both. During acetate dialysis, lithium removal occurred exclusively from the extracellular fluid space, while during bicarbonate dialysis, lithium removal occurred equally from both the extracellular and intracellular fluid spaces. We hypothesize that acetate but not bicarbonate activates the sodium-hydrogen antiporter on cell membranes, and that lithium, substituting for sodium, is driven into cells. This may explain the rebound in lithium levels commonly noted after conventional dialysis. We recommend bicarbonate hemodialysis as the therapy of choice for severe lithium intoxication.